
The Job of a 
Councilmember 
 

The principal job of a city or town council is to make policy. A policy is 
a course of action for a community. Policy-making often takes the form 
of passing ordinances or resolutions. After policy decisions are made by the 
legislative body, others perform the administrative task of implementing the 
policies. The distinction between formulation and implementation may not 
always be clear, necessitating open communication between legislators and 
administrators. 
 
Adopting Policy 
The council does not make policy in a vacuum. Councils rely on ideas 
from many sources, including the council staff, citizens’ groups, advisory 
committees, chambers of commerce, and others. It is the council’s 
responsibility to consider the merits of each idea and then approve, modify, 
or reject it. In doing so, councilmembers analyze community needs, 
program alternatives, and available resources. The decision often takes the 
form of an ordinance or resolution, although it may take the form of a rule, 
regulation, motion, or order. The budget and comprehensive plan are 
powerful policy tools that are adopted by ordinance. 
 
So, Who Actually Runs the City? 
It is important to recognize that it is not the role of the councilmember to 
administer city affairs. The council sets policy, but it is either the mayor – 
in mayor-council cities, or the city manager – in council-manager cities, 
that actually sees that the policies are implemented. This means that it is 
not the role of the councilmember to supervise city employees on the job or 
become involved in the day-to-day administration of city affairs. This can 
be a source of conflict between the executive and legislative branches of city 
government. 
 
Responding to Citizen Complaints 
Residents often contact a councilmember when they have a problem, 
whether it involves a land use matter, a barking dog, or a pothole. Don’t 
hesitate to send them to the appropriate city staff person for resolution of 
their problems, keeping in mind that you lack the authority to take action 
in administrative matters�


